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Executive 
Summary 

The massive increase in incarceration in the 
Utilted Stares that occurredduring the past 20 years 
has now turned public attention toward the conse- 
quences of releasing large numbers of prisoners back 
into society. Prisoner reentry has raised questions 
about public safety, about how corrections systems 
should manage the volume ofreleases, and about how 
communities can absorb snd reintegrate the retum- 
ing prisoners. Very little is known about these mat- 
ters, yet speculation is rife that the volume of return- 
ing prisoners wil1 result in more crime and in more 

capacity of communities to absorb ex-prisoners. 

in characteristics ofpersons released fiom prison and 
of persons on parole, but these measures beg the 
question of whether reentry involves only those re- 
cently released, those under supervision, or the en- 
tire volume of persons who have previously been in 
prison. If rhe latter group is considered, then che 
scope of reentry expands to include the several mii- 
lion people who have spent time in prison. 

The Limited data reviewed herein identifysev- 
era1 of the complexities associated with prisoner re- 
entry. For example, the volume of offenders released 
from prison increased dramatically from 1980 to 
2000, From about 170,000 to 585.000. but the rare 
of increase has slowed during the 1990s while the 
prison population continued to expand. This prison 
expansion occurred largely through the increase in 
length of stay in prison. But, as the, data in this re- 
porr show, longer stays in prison are associated wich 
declinjng frequency of contacx with family members, 
and contact with family members is believed to fa- 
cilitate reintegration into the community. Moreover, 
participation in programs in prison decreased dur- 
ing thisprison expansion, so a larger number of re- 
leased prisoners reenter seciety not having partici- 
pated in educational, vocational, or pre-release 
programs. 

The increase in the volume of released offend- 
ers raises concerns about publicsafety. Yet, through- 
out the 1990s, as the annual number of offenders 
released From prison increased, the aggregate crime 
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rate actually decreased. Public safery concerns are 
also raised in relation to the increasing number of 
offenders released from prison with no conditions of 
supervision, or unconditionally. On the one hand, 
the absence of a parole officer can be a deaiment to 
reentry, as parole officers can offer minimal help to 
ex-prisoners in locating resources. On the other 
hand, tide is known about the actual experiences 
of offenders released unconditionally. And while 
concerns are raised that unconditional releases may 
,be among the mostserious offenders, data from some 
states suggest thac they return to prison at tower rates 
than those released with supervision. 

T h e  experiences with returning prisoners over 
the past decade suggest further that there has been 
an increase in the number who chum or recycle 
through prison and parole. Comparatively few (20 
percent) of those who have had a previous experi- 
ence on parole successfully complete their subse- 
quent term of parole. By contrast, the majority of 
offenders (75 percent) who are released onto parole 
for the first time do successfully complete parole. As 
first and subsequent discharges from parole each ac- 
count for about half of those completing parole, these 
parole outcomes suggest that the pool of churners 
is increasing more rapidly than it is being retired. 

T h e  number of persons who enter prison for 
the first time in their Life has increased in recent years. 
Many, perhaps most, do not return to prison. AI1 of 
this suggests that these reentry popuktions are di- 
verse and that planning for reentry requires address- 
ing the compiexities of the population Recent ex- 
periences with returning prisonerssuggest that some 
may require more supervision than others and that 
some'may require none. 

From the communityperspective. released prise 
oners are concentrated in a few large states and, 
within these states, are increasingly concentrated in 
&e core counties that contain the central cities of 
metropolitan areas. Limited data on releases into 
cities further suggest that, within cities, releases are 
concentrated &thin a comparati&y few areas or 
communities. However, these limited data also raise 
questions ahout the assumption that the concentra- 

tions are limited to rhe poorest neighborhoods in 
central cities. Data from Cleveland suggest that a 
number of the areas with high incarceration (and 
eventually release) rates are located in or near work- 
ing-class neighborhoods. Such a geographic disper- 
sion of incarcezation and releases is  consisret with 
the thesis about the spread of drug trafficking 
throughout metropolitan areas. And, such a geo- 
graphic dispersion also raises questions about the 
impacts of incarceration and reentry on these more 
stable neighborhoods. If, as research shows, incar- 
ceration is related to lower levels of employment and 
earnings, then the removal and return of large vol- 
umes of ex-prisoners to workingdass communities 
can have potentially negative consequences for these 
communities, 

In sum, this paper shows that the size of the 
returning prisoner and parole populations has in- 
creased, but rhat funding for supervision has not kept 
pace. It shows that there have been marginal changes 
in the composition of the population of reentering 
inmates that can make reentry more difficult than it' 
has been, but at rhe same rime, we have yet to ob- 
serve in the aggregate data many ofthe adverse con- 
sequences predicted. So while inmates reentering 
society now are more likely (1) to have failed at pa- 
role previously; (2) not to have participated in edu- 
cational and vocational programs in prison; and (3) 
to have served longer sentences, which attenuates 
ties to families, it may also be the case that Iarge 
numbers of persons who enter prison for the frrt time 
in their lives do not r e t m  to prison. And, wMe re- 
turns from prison are concentrated in a compara- 
tively small number of urban communities. these 
communities may be fairly diverse and include both 
areas of concentrated poverty as well as working-class 
communities. Finally, within the metropolitan areas 
to which ex-prisoners are returning, access to jobs 
and competition with welfare Lavers for skill-appro- 
priate jobs may impose further constrainrs on the 
capacity of communities to reintegrate ex-prisoners. 
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'tions official makes a decision; in the Massachusetts case, 75 percent completed parole successfully, while 25 per- 
self-selection operates. In the case of Tcxas, experience cent were unsuccessful. To the extent that failures on 
suggests that uncon&tional releases may p"e less risk fitst parole result in subsequent parole. the wmparatively 
than commonly believed. Still, little is known about che low 25 percent failure race, whencompared with the very 
experiencesofunconditional releases fmm t k  systems. low 20 percent success rate of subsequent parolees, im- 
Moreover, dxeese fourexamples do notrepresenttheprac- plies. that churners are being created a t  a faster rate 
tices among the 50 states and the Districr of Columbia. than they are successfully completing parole. 
as the relcase.of offenders unconditionally varies widely The parole outcomes suggest that a key to success- 
amow sfates mravis. Solomon. Waul 2001). ful reenm is successful comdetion ofoarole the 6m tinre 

The decrease in overall time served on parole has 
contributed to the slowing of the growth 01 the parole 
populalion 

A rccond nrajor ktcror contributing to a dowing of 
the growth of r l i r  pnrolc popularion is a decreac in rhc 
lengrh of t i i r i ~  served on parole. 'Time on parole for all 
parolees decreased slightly, Iry about one-and-a-half 
months. from about 2 I months in I993 to just under 20  
months in 1998. At tire same timc, timc served on parale 
b y  first dscharges from prison increased over th is  period 
fromabour 19 nioniis to 22  months." Thus, t i e  soasce 
ofthr drcrsabc in oven l l  timu served on parole is among 
subsequent discharges from pnsun oiiru parole. In 1996. 
subsequent dlchargrs served fewer thrn 16 monrhs on 
parole on avcmgz. Hence, timc on parole ior various sub- 
groups appi:nrr to bz moving in different directions. 

Churncrs on parole are being created at a faster rate 
than lhey are successfully cornpleling parole 

The chances of sucu.ssfully completing pa& dif- 
fer markedly between offenden first discharged from pa- 
role and those subsequently discharged. A fust discharge 
from parole occurs when an olfedec released from priion 
for rhe first rime on a sentence. ir discharged from parole. 
either successfully or unsuccrsrfully A subxquezkt dis- 
clmggc from paroie occurs when ari ocendrr who previ. 
ourly served time on parole was rcturned to prison for a 
technical violation, n w  rclcascd from prison for a second 
tinre on die original beitte.~ce, a i d  aubacqurnrly is dia -  
c h g c d  born parole, eirhr-r siiccesfully or unsu;cessfully. 

In 1996, ahour 48 pcxent of all diccharges from 

m offm&v h released fmm &n onrn*pmok. Fiilure o n  
parole is more likely w occur as a result of a technical 
violation than a return for a new crime. For example, of 
persons who left parole unsuccessfully during 1998 and 
who were returned to prison, 53 percent were returned 
because of technical violations while 24 prcenc ,were 
returned for new crimes-" Thus, while the use oftechni- 
cat violations is associated with the creation ofchurners. 
their use alsomay contribute to reductions innewcrimes. 
The implications of technical violatiom for reentry de- 
serve more attention 

RETURNING TO COMMUNITIES 

For communities, the return of released prisoners poten- 
tially poses problem for public safety and challenges for 
reintegrating people inw society. The changes in the wm. 
positio~ofretvrningprisonenoutlirledabovesuggest that 
there is not asingie type of reintegration problem There 
are more violent offenders returning to communities, 
more offenders coming back from rheir first experience 
with incarceration, and more offenders returning after a 
churning experience. Offenders have hecn out of the 
communiry for longer periods, and they arc less likely m 
have participated in education and training programs. 
Communities, therefore, face a complicated set of prob- 
lems related LO reintegrating offenders. 

Discussions about the return and reintegration of 
ex-prisoners into wmmunities often occur under the pre- 
sumption that communities want m accepL and reinte- 
gmte ex-prisoners.Thb maybe aviable assumption; how- 
ever, surveys of residents in local neighlxrrhoods also show 

parole were subsequint dischaiges; d ~ s  reprrsenv, an 
increase from 40 percenr in 1986. Of offenders subsr. 
qucndy discharged hom parole in 1996. only 20 percent 
succcsrfully complercd parolc, while 80 pcrcenr were 
uisuccessful (&xk 1999, rable 18). By conrrast. of of- 
fendas discharged from fmrule foc thc first t:imr in 1996, 

that public safcty is their topcnncent (e.& Anderanand 
Millipan 2001). And, given rlait m a n y  offenders who  were 
rentuved from communities conmined serious violent 
crimes. i t  is not imnlediatcly obvious chat wmrnunirirs 
would want all offcndera to rerum to d ~ e  placer d ~ y  livcd 
k f m e  their incarceration. Ifrhhspresumptbnsofprogmrns 
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Figwe 7 
Estimated percentage of offenders released into core counties. 
by type of release, 1984 1996 

Penentege Dl 
*lea= 

- .AlireisareS 
UFlrst reiwses 
El SubeEquent releases 

n 
w 

,.,A I .. . .,. 

I>.: 
c i: 
, .  

based o n  the Weed and Seed d e l  are wmect that 
the weeding outofoffenders must occur prior to seed- 
.ing prevemioneffom then che return ofviolentoffend- 
ers maybe like sowing weeds back into co-unities. 

While communities may not necessarily want ex- 
prisoners to return to them, the presumption that com- 
munities want to accept all returning prisoners is one that 
needs to be verified. &cause little, if anything, is known 
about the atritudrs of community midents toward re- 
turnkg offenders, in general, and toward the rerum of 
specific offenders, it makes sense to presume that corn- 
munirics may not want all offenders back. At Last this is 
a tesmblc assumption. the results of which can help de- 
velop new approaches, to reintegrating difficult or un- 
wanted offenders, while a t  the same time help to pre- 
serve public safety. 

t h e  geographic concentrations of returning prisoners 

cohorts of returning prisoners are concentrated in 
a few krge &res. Ofp+onera released in 1998, five states 

accounted for just under half of the 531,wO offenders 
released. California alone accounted for 24 percent of 
the state prison releases (but only 12 percent of the U.S. 
resident population), The top IG scates (in t e rn  of the 
volumeofreleases) collectively accounted for 75 percent 
of rhe reIeases, but the bottom 24 states wllectively ac- 
counted for only 10 percent of scale prison releases. 
Among these relatively low-frequency rekase states, the 
number released ranged from about 4,500 in Mmsissippi 
to about GW in Maine. 

W~thin states, returning prisoners are increasiwty 
concenuated in core woncies. A core county is one 
that contains the central city of a metroopolitan area. The 
estimated percentage ofstate prison releases incore coun- 
ties of meuopolitan areas rose from 50 percenr in 1984 
to 66 percent in 1996 (fisure 7). In other words, about 
half of the 220,000 releases in 1984 were to core wun-  
ties, while about two+thjds of the 5M3,OOO releases in 
1996 were LO core counties. Thus, both the volume and 
wncentrationofreturns tocorecounties haveincscwd 
over rime. 
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:Concentrations within core counties 
thecuyahoga Ceunly case 

Within core counties, the concentrations may be 
even more pronounced because releases are likely to be 
concentrated in a relatively few neighborhoods within 
the central cities of the core counties. Research by Rose 
and Clear (1598) documents the concentrations of re- 
leased offenders within a few Tallahassee, Florida, neigh- 
borhoods. Recent data from Ohio also highlight the ex- 
treme concenuations ofoffenders wi thinneighborhd.  

The Ohio data are of persons in prison on July 1, 
2000. and who resided i n  Cuyahogn County the core 
county wntainulg the city ofCleveland. Ofall offenders 
in Ohio prisons, 20 percent of them resided in Cuyahoga 
County (which accounts for 12 percent of the state s 
population) before they were inanerated. Ofthnse who 
resided in che county, anestimared 75 percent resided in 
the city .of Cleveland before their incarceration. 

Using cewus block groups16 arbitrarily w define a 
neighborhoodorcornmuaity, 50 blockgroupsourof 1,539 
such block groups in the county accounted for about one- 
fifth of all prisoners, or, in other words, 3 percent of the 
county s block groups accounted for about 20 percent of 
the states prisoners. Fortyeight of these block groups 
were within the city of Cleveland. 

One-day incarceration rates were computed for all 
blockgroupsin the County. Highemre blockgroups were 
defined as thmc with a calculated one-day incarceration 
rate of more than 0.75 percent of the resident popula- 
LionL7 Within the high-rate block groups, the estimated 
one-day incarceration rate averaged about 1.5 percent 
of the population; for black men between the ager of 18 
and 29, the estimated one-day incarceration rate was 
becween 8 and 15 percent. 

Finally, asstiming the dam on admissions and *me 
sewed for the entire'state of Ohio apply to the data for 
the high-tate.block groups,'* an estimate can be derived 
of the number of offenders that. can be e x p t e d  to re- 
turn to the 48 high-mte block groups in Cleveland. That  
is, beween 350 and 700 offenders per year. 

The loution of the hiih-rate block gxoups within 
the city raises questions about the presumption that re- 
turning prisoners are concenuated in the poorest neigh- 
borhoods. While many of the high-rate and moderate- 
rate block groups are located in or near some;of the 
~ ~ t a ~ o f C l e v e l ~ , a ~ e n u ~ r a r e  nothther, 
high-rare areas are located inor near working-class neigh- 
borhwds. For example, in thesnutheastsectionofCleve- 
land, there are many working-class neighborhoods that, 
d u r i q  the late 1990s. received large numbers of con- 

vencional loans for purchase and renovation of homes. 
h a n d  amund these same neighborhoods are many high- 
incarcerarion rate block groups. Additionally, a well- 
known drug uaffickinp corridor runs through this area. 

These neighborhoods may be aFEected by the dis- 
persion of &e drug tcaf6cking trade throughout rhe mer- 
ropolitan area (Blwnstein 1995). Accordinglv, many of 
the incarcerated residenrs dealr drugs. but they did so 
along the corridor or in areas outside of their neighbor- 
hoods of residence. Certainly, much more researchneeds 
to be done to identify the wmmunities wid~in which large 
numbers of offenden are returning.and research is. also 
needed on how their return will affect the communities. 

Churners are returning to core counties in 
higher concentrations than previously 

As shown previously, offenders whn have failed on 
parole are at higher risk of falling Gain. These offenders 
are increasingly wncenuated in core counties. In  1984, 
an estimated 42 percent ofsubsequent releases offend- 
ers released for at least the second time on an original 
sentence returned to a core county. By 1996, this in+ 
creased to an estimated 75 percent (figure 7). 

Cumensly, churners are primarily drug and prop- 
crty offenders rather than violent offenders. The propor- 
tion of drug offinders admitted to prison with a prior 
prison hstory increased from 22 percent in the period 
1985 to I989 to 37 percent in the period 1995 ro 1998. 
The increase for property crime was less extreme 34 
percent m 41 percent. In wnuast, the proponion ofvio- 
lent offenders with a prior prison history changed little 
across the periods. 

Social and familial attachments of 
soon-to-be-released offenders 

Returning prisoners attachments to society, such 
as employment and fimily relationships, are relatively 
weakbutdidnotchanged substantially during the 1990s. 
Prior to the 1 9 9 0 ~ ~  there were changes in the social and 
familial atrachments of prisoners, largely because of the 
increased incarceration of drug offenders (Lynch and 
S&l 1997). 7'he comparison of four measures of social 
inregradon among a cohort ofsoon-to-be-releared offend- 
ers for 1991 and 1997, shown in table 3, shows minimal 
change in reported marital .status, education, employ- 
ment. and children: 

8 About one-quarter of the offenders were di- 
vorced and nearly 60 percent had never manied. 
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e s  in 1997, 16 percent of those expecCing release after 
serving one year or less reported being divorced. This 
increases to 17 percent among chose to be released after 
serving one to five years, and u) 20 percent among chose 
to be released after serving five or more years.'O 

Macroeconomic matters 

The pre-prison employment experiences and edu- 
cation levels of ex-offenders are low relative to the 
nonincarcerated population. The largest share of prison- 
ers released into urban areas is black, and the joint ef- 
fects of race and a prison sentence as thev relate to em- 

the wages needed to raise families above the poverty IeveL 
For example, among recent welfare leavers in Cuyhoga 
Counw. about haif had continuous eniployment during 
the first six months after leaving welfare, but half of these 
did not earn enough to raise a family of three above the 
poverty Ievcl. Finally, cconomic downturns can affect 
employment prospects (CouIton, e t  al. 2000). The skill- 
appropriate jobs for ex-prisoners tend robe the same w e  
of low-wagellow-skill jobs that are mosf likely to be ad- 
versely affected by economic downturns (Smith and 
Wmdbury 1999). 

ployerdiscriminationofex-prisoners are not fully known 
(Kirschcnman and Nedcerman 1991) but may not por- SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
tend well for black ex-prisoners. 

Further complicating post-prison employment are 
several macroeconomic matters. For example, there may 
be a spatial mismatch between the residence ofex-prisonen 
and the location of s'kill-appropriate jobs. The data to 
measure off&ders access to jobs ace not readily avail- 
able; hence, this discussionis somewhat speculative. How- 
ever, if, as it appears, there is a spatid mismatch between 
the residences of returning offenders and the location of 
skill-appropriate jobs, rhis mismatch could compound the 
considerable problem ofex-prisoner employment. 

Returning offenders are increasingly concentrated 
withincore counties and, to the extent that Tallahassee 
and Cleveland represent patterns in other urban areas, 
are increasingly within the central cities of core coun- 
ties. During the past decade, central cities, despite job 
.growth in some, have lost labor market share relative to 
thc suburbs (Brennan and Hill 1999). For example, in 
the Cleveland area, between 1975 and the mid-1990s 
employment within the city of Cleveland grew by less 
than 2 percentwhile employnent in the suburbs grew by 
121 percent. At the same time, employment inmanufac-- 
curing 
dedined from 30 percent of all employment to 15 per- 
cent (Bania, Coulton. Leete 2000). 

Returning prisoners may be competing with those 
leaving welfare for the same low-skill jobs. While metro- 
politan labor markets have generally been able to absorb 
the lzge  volume ofwelfare Ieavers (Lemran and R + t c l i  
2000), reductions in welfare caseloads have been lower 
in core counties than in surrounding suburbs. These are 
the same areas with large concentrations of returning 
prisoners. Moreover, the jobs available to either group. 
welfare leavers or returning prisoners, may not provide 

acomparatively low-skill but high-wage sector 

Thecurrent interestinrcentry and thecall fornewpolicy 
attention are based on the implicit assumption that the 
absorption of former inmates into society is different now 
than ithas been One purpose of this paper was to assess 
how the cutrent problein of reentrymay differ from that 
of the past. The other purpose of this paper was to sug- 
gest what more we would want to know about reentry to 
guide the search for an appropriate response. 

Stability and change in reentry 

Over the past two decades, the reenhp phenom- 
enon has changed in some respects and remained stable 
in others. The  number of prisoners released each year 
and.& size of the parole population have gown, but 
their growth rates are declming. Parole resources have 
not kept pace with increases in.the parole population, 
'akhough in recent years they may be catching up. Parol- 
ees, especially subsequent parolees, are less likely to SUC. 

cessFully complete parole than in the past. 
The rates of successful completion of parole be- 

tween prisoners released for the first time aropposed to 
those released after previous hilures while on parole have 
become very different over time. The successful comple- 
tion rate for subsequent releases is much lower than for 
those initially released to supervision. The increasingly 
prominent role of technical violations in the successful 
completion of parole is also notemnhy. It is nit clear 
whether this is due to changes in the nature of the re- 
lease cohort for example. greater proportions of drug 
charges or drug addiction or to changes in supervision 
policy for example, revocation as a response to increases 
in caseloads and the absence of alternatives. 
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